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Hiftorie decus eft, et quafi anima, ut cum eventis caufe copulentur. 
Bacon, De Augm, Scient. 


F the various kinds of literary compofition, there is hardly any 
which has been at all times more cultivated than that of 
History. A defire to recount remarkable events, and a curiofity to 
hear the relation of them, are propenfities inherent in human nature; 
and hence hitlorians have abounded in every age, in the rudeft and 
fimpleft, as well as in the moft polifhed and refined. The firft poets 
were hiftorians; and Homer and Offian, “ when the light of the fong 
** arofe,” but recounted the virtues and exploits of their countrymen. 


From poetic numbers, Hiftory at length defcended to profe; but 
fhe was {till of the family of the Mufes, and long retained many fea- 
tures of the race from whence fhe fprung. Aforia, fays Quintilian, 
eft proxima poetis, et quodammodo carmen folutum. She profeffed, indeed, 
that her purpofe was to inftruct, not lefs than to pleafe; yet fuch was 
her hereditary propenfity, that for many fucceflive ages fhe continued 
more {tudious to cultivate the means of p/eafing, than anxious to ga- 
ther the materials of iafruction. But when all her arts of pleafing had 
been exhaufted, when the charms of novelty and the bloom of youth 
were gone, fhe began to feel the decay of her power. In her di- 
{trefs fhe looked around for aid, and wifely embraced an union with 
Pui Losopuy, who taught her the value of the rich field of inffruction 
fhe had fo long neglected, fhowed her how fhe might add new graces 
to her powers of giving delight, how fhe might not only recover, 
but extend her empire, and be crowned with honours that fhould 
never fade. 


To drop the allegory: The truth is, that although to afford plea- 
fure and to convey inftruction have been ever the profefiled ends of 
Hiftory, yet they have not always been mingled in due proportion. 
The former has been the objeét of the greater part of hiftorians; and 
their aim of inftruction has feldom gone farther, than to illuftrate 
{ome moral precept, and to improve the heart by exhibiting bright 
and illuftrious examples of virtue. It is of late only that Hiftory, by 
taking a wider range, has affumed a different form; and with the re- 
lation of fplendid events uniting an inveftigation of their caufes, has 
exhibited a view of thofe great circumftances in the fituation of any 
people, which can alone yield folid inftruction, 
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Hiftorians may therefore be divided into two kinds, according to 
the methods they have followed, and the ends they have chiefly had 
in view in their compofition, The firf clafs, and which is by far the 
moft numerous, confifts of thofe who have confined themfelves to 
the mere relation of civil tranfaGions; who have made it their prin- 
cipal aim to intereft the affections; and who, in affigning any caufes 
of events, have feldom gone beyond thofe immediately connected with 
the particular characters of the perfons whofe actions they defcribe, 
The /econd clafs comprehends the very few hiftorians who have viewed 
it as their chief bufinefs to unfold the more remote and general 
caufes of public events, and have confidered the giving an account 
of the rife, progrefs, perfection, and decline of government, of man- 
ners, of art, and of {cience, as the only true means of rendering Hi- 
{tory inftructive. 


In the former of thefe clafles we muft rank all the celebrated hi- 
{torians of ancient Greece and Rome. They merely relate diftinguith- 
ed events; but to fearch out and reflect upon the general caufes of 
them, they never attempt; and to mark out the ftate of government, 
of laws, of manners, or of arts, feems not to have been thought of 
by them as falling within the province of Hiftory. To delight the 
imagination, feems to have been their favourite aim; and according= 
ly, from the fuperior effects of recent events in interefting the paf- 
fions, we find that many of the moft diftinguifhed hittorians of this 
clafs have chofen for their fubjects, either tranfactions of which they 
were themfelves witnefles, or that were very near their own times, 
Thucydides and Xenophon record little but the events of their own day, 
and in which they themfelves bore a part; Cé/ar gives us nothing 
but memoirs of his own exploits; and Tacitus confines himfelf very 
nearly to his own times. Even Herodotus, who takes a larger range, 
and Livy, who commences his hiftory with the foundation of Rome, 
think not of any thing beyond a mere detail of wars and revolutions, 
- and feem only careful to embellith their ftory by interefting narra- 
tive and flowing language. 


When fuch were the limited bounds of this fpecies of writing, Hi- 
{tory was an ArT, the defign of which was to pleafe; not aSciENCE, 
the purpofe of which was to inftruct. It was, as Quintilian fays, 
proxima poctis; and critical rules were laid down for its compofition, 
fimilar to thofe for the ftructure of an Epic poem, To felect a fub- 
ject, the recital of which might be interefting; to arrange and diftri- 
bute the feveral parts with {kill; to embellith by forcible and pictu- 
ref{que defcription; to enliven by characteriftic and animated {peeches, 
and to clothe the whole in beautiful and flowing language, formed 
all the neceffary and eflential parts of the compofition. In thefe they 
held the higheft excellence and perfection of Hiltory to confift; and fo 
little did their views reach any farther, that Diony/ius of Halicarnaffus, 
a critic of tafte and acutenefs, fays, that the firlt object of a perfon 
about to write Hiftory ought to be, “ to felect a fubject ftriking and 
** pleafing, and fuch as may not only affect but overpower the minds 
** of the readers with pleafure.” And he condemns J bycydides for his 
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choice of the Peloponnefian war; “ becaufe it was neither honourable 
“* nor profperous, nor ever fhould have been engaged in, or at leaft 
** fhould have been buried in filence and oblivion, that pofterity 
** might be ignorant of it.” 


Thus confined were the ideas of the ancients with regard to the 
objects of Hiftory. But while we may regret this, we are not to a- 
{cribe it to any defect of genius :’ It arofe from caufes which a little 
refleclion may render fufficiently obvious, and from the circum- 
ftances in which they were unavoidably placed. 


In ancient times, mankind had before their eyes but a very limited 
field of obfervation, and but a fhort experience of the revolutions of 
nations, Their memorials of former events too were fcanty and im- 
perfect, being little more than traditions, involved tn uncertainty, 
and disfigured by fable. They poflefled not that extenfive experience, 
nor that large colleétion of facts, which can alone lead to general 
reafonings, or can fuggeft the idea of Philofophical Hiffory. Nothing 
farther could occur to them as the object of Hiftory, but to de- 
light the imagination, and improve the heart; and accordingly they 
chofe fubjeéts that made the ftrongeft impreflion on their own minds, 
and might moft intereft the paflions of others. To explain the zm- 
mediate motives and {prings of actions, was neceflary even for con- 
necting their narrative; but to proceed farther, and trace the remote 
caufes, and to perceive how much public events were affected by the 
degree of advancement which a nation had reached in government, 
in manners, and in arts, were difcoveries yet hid from their view. 


The ancient world wanted that communication and intercourfe of 
one nation with another, which, of all circumftances, has the great- 
eft effect in generalizing and enlarging the views of an hiftorian, It 
is with nations as with individuals; no family knowledge, no do- 
meftic ftudy, can ever afford that large and extended information 
which mixing with other men, which commerce with the world, 
will beftow. In ‘the time of the Grecian republics, man confifted 
but of two divifions, Greeks and Barbarians; though the fubdivifion 
of the former into fmaller ftates promoted that {pirit of philofophic 
refearch confiderably more than when to the name of Roman was 
confined every fcience, every art, every privilege and dignity of man, 
In modern times, the nearly equal rank and cultivation of different 
European kingdoms, gives much more opportunity than was' enjoy- 
ed by the ancient world, for the comparifon of facts, and the con- 
ftruction of fyftem in the hiftory of mankind; while, at the fame 
time, the literary intercourfe of thofe different kingdoms gives to 
fuch refearches, at once the force of union and the fpur of emulation, 


In fhort, the oppofite fituation and circumftances of the prefent age 
have beftowed on Hittory its moft fignal improvement, and have given 
ita form before unknown. The many and various revolutions which 
an experience of more than three thoufand years has exhibited to 
mankind, and the contemplation of the rife, progrefs, and decline of 
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fucceffive empires, have led to the difcovery, that all human events 
are guided and directed by certain general caufes which muft be 
every where the fame. It has come to be perceived, that nations, 
like individuals, have their infancy, maturity, decline, and extinc- 
tion; and that in their gradual eftablifhment and various revolu- 
tions, immediate caufes {pringing from the ations and chara¢ters 
of individuals, and even all the wifdom and forefight of man, have 
had but a very flender fhare, in comparifon of the influence of ge- 
neral and unavoidable circumftances. 


Thefe reflections, which the experience of many ages could alone 
fuggeft, and to which the great improvements of the prefent age in 
reafoning and philofophy have much contributed, have led men to 
view the Hiftory of Nations in a new light. To inveftigate the ge- 
neral caufes and the true fources of the advancement, the profperi- 
ty, and the fall of empires, has become the ufeful and important 
object of the Hiftorian. While he relates the memorable tranfac- 
tions of each different period, and defcribes the conduét and cha- 
racters of the perfons principally engaged in them, he at the fame 
time unfolds the remote as well as immediate caufes of events, and 
imparts the moft valuable knowledge and information. He marks 
the advancement of mankind in fociety, the rife and progrefs of arts 
and fcience, the fucceflive improvements of law and government, 
and the gradual refinement of manners; all of them not only curi- 
ous objects of contemplation, but intimately connected with a nar- 


ration of civil tranfactions, and without which the events of no par- 
ticular period can be fully accounted for. 


The few who have treated Hiftory in this manner form the /econd of 
the two clafles into which | have divided Hiftorians; and it is to the 
prefent age we owe this union of Philofophy with Hiffory, and the pro- 
duction of a new and more perfect fpecies of hiftorical compofition, | 
Prefident Monte/quieu was perhaps the firft who attempted to fhew how 
much the hiftory of mankind may be explained from great and gene- 
ral caufes. Mr de Voltaire’s Efflay on General Hiftory, with all its 
imperfections, is a work of uncommon merit: with the ufual vivacity 
of its author, it unites great and enlarged views on the general 
progrefs of civilization and advancement of fociety. The fame track 
has been purfued by other writers of reputation, particularly by the 
late Mr Aume, who in his Hifory of England has gone farther in in- 
veftigating general caufes, and in marking the progrefs of laws, go- 
vernment, arts, and manners, than any of his predeceflors. Much, 
however, yet remains to be done; for it is a field but juft begun to 
be cultivated: and if it be true, as the laft-mentioned hiftorian has 
obferved, that the world is {till too young to fix many general 
truths in politics, we have to fear that it is referved for fome {till 
diftant age to fee Philofophical Hiftory attain its highett perfection, 
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